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A mistake is the most beautiful thing in the world. 
It is the only way you can get to some place you’ve 
never been before. I try to make as many as I can. 




Conceptions and systems of conceptions, ends in 
view and plans, are constantly making and re-
making as fast as those already in use reveal their 
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  3  Attention  to Dewey’s sensitivity  to  timing in human 
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in  the description; finally, we  focus on  the 
importance of  time  in  theorizing  activities, 
particularly learning.
Terms, off and on key
I made the wrong mistakes.
Thelonious Monk, after a disappointing 
 performance (wikiquote.org)
There were no wrong notes on his pi- 
a-no had no wrong notes, oh no … 
He played not one wrong note, not one. 










(1934:  138)  –  gets  disrupted  and  threatens 






























“any particular  realization,”  the worker,  the 
artist, the person and their activities are ana-
lytically pushed aside, and the world in which 
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cascading  from a newly definite past  to  an 







environments, but  to the very environments 
of which it is partially constitutive. Human 
engagements are organized this way. Suchman 
(1987) has offered a precise account:
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analysis  of  a  take.  Information  that  guides 







he plays music. “Everything  is a  reaction  to 
what was just done. When I improvise, I think 
in phrases.  If one of  these phrases  is  inter-


























































Figure 1. Terms, off and on key
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weaving  and  there’s  no  way  in  the  world  you 





























and  their  consequences  second. When  we 
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drew  on  all  twelve  notes  of  the  octave)” 





























sticks  absolutely  ambiguous  chords  in  the 
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ings  of Monk’s  solo  on  “In Walked  Bud,” 
from the albums Live at the Five Spot (1957), 




















































  Figure 3 shows  that  the  licks on  the un-










other  two;  the nearly  in  the nearly identical 
threatens to run amok. Monk uses the tension 
and  dissonance  of  the mis-take  to  develop 
what follows: he “saves” the mis-take by in-
troducing half-step dissonance (minor seconds 
Figure 2. Diagram of each recording. H indicates the head (melody). Each box represents a 
cycle of the AABA structure. X marks the solos transcribed in Figure 3.













H      7”09’              
Drums 11”20’     
11”11’  
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chords consisting of two notes played a half-







Figure 3. “In Walked Bud” (three takes, played by Thelonious Monk)
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  Along with  rhythmic symmetry,  the un-










 The marked or more complex theme: 
Figure  3  also  offers  a  transcription  of  the 
marked  performance  from  1958.  Similar 
to  the  other  two  in  its  basic  melodic  and 
 rhythmic  structure,  the  most  apparent  dif-
ference  is  the  divergent  note  in  L6  (on  the 
Misterioso recording, the transcription begins 
at  6:53,  and  the mis-take  happens  at  7:04). 









fore  the offending note,  just as  it ends  long 
after  it. L1 begins on  the first beat of  the A 
section, exactly the same point as before. After 
that, a difference emerges. L2  is played  two 
beats  later  than before. That  is, Monk waits 
two beats and shifts the start of L2 to the third 
bar. The changes further diverge from the un-

















of  the  unmarked  themes. Monk  begins  L5 
on  the first beat of  the measure. At  the end 








up L6  in which  the mis-take occurs. During 
the  second descending  triplet of L6, Monk 
strikes a  jarring note a whole-step above all 
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step  below  the  note  in  the  pattern  (see  the 
two boxed notes in L7). Finally, in L8, Monk 
substitutes dissonant half-step chords for the 



































[The] vital part is thinking while you’re moving, 
and once the momentum has been started, I don’t 
like to break it. I’m concerned with the continuity 
in motion …
If you’re not affected and influenced by your own 
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the play of what “expectant impulse … [and] 
suspense”  they happen –  is  rarely described 
or theorized.8
  In  this  paper, we  have  analyzed  a  single 
piano note –  a  seeming entity –  and  shown 






not  make  a  song. A  single  muscle  cannot 
make  a  moving  finger. All  movement  and 
performance demand coordination of  a past 
and future with the circumstances of moment. 




brought  into  interaction  in  varying  propor-
tions. More than a century ago, Dewey added 
timing  and  reflexivity  – what  he  called  cir-
cuitry  –  to  the  analytically  limiting  divide 




and  necessary.  Stimulus  and  response  live 
in  ongoing  entanglements  that  render  a 
stimulus  only  in  anticipation  of  a  response 
and a response only in anticipation of a next 
stimulus. The  insight  came early  to Dewey, 
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cognitive learning theory10 … gives us literally a 
plan and performance errors, instead of a circuit 
and its mis-takes and repairs; and not giving us 
the circuit of which it is a momentary plan, does 
not enable us to coordinate, to time, the relations 


































































  For Dewey,  and  for  the  jazz  community, 
learning  is  ubiquitous  and  continuous. This 
would  be  a  non-controversial  position  if 
learning  were  not  taken,  and  mistaken,  to 




thinking  –  whether  in  education  or  jazz  – 










      On  appreciating  the  complex  place  of  music  in 
a  distant  community,  see  Ebron’s  (2002)  careful 
exposition.
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as more  in  the moment,  than  in  a  stockpile 
of  competencies. Learning  is  less  a  state of 
mastery  than  a  constant  process  of  disrup-
tion and renovation, the momentary product, 
as  Dewey  said,  of  “the  exercise  of  powers 











































such. A cognitive  theory … gives us  literally a 
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